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to  the  participants.  They  think  it  is  important  and  have  a  lot  of 
opinions  regarding  the  situation,  but  at  the  same  time  it  does  not 
seem  to  be  an  issue  that  they  consider  in  their  everyday  lives. 
Regarding definitions of homelessness, the participants mention two 
different  ones:  the  more  spontaneous  definition  includes  people 
living on the streets (often referred to as drug addicts and alcoholics) 
and  the  second  one  includes  people  who  have  a  place  to  stay  but 
they do not have an address of  their own. There are also  two main 
views  on  the  work  that  is  being  performed  on  homelessness:  That 
very little is being done and more or less only by NGOs or that quite a 










homelessness  among  the  citizens  of  Gothenburg.  The  organization  is  experiencing 
problems  in their communicative work with the  issue of homelessness and therefore 
need  to  get  an  overview  of  its  audience  (the  public).  The  study  however  does  not 









Empirically,  the  work  of  this  study  is  qualitative  and  consists  of  four  focus  group 
interviews.    The  focus  groups  were  conducted  and  moderated  by  the  author  and 
consisted of altogether 16 participants from four different areas of Gothenburg with a 
large  variety  of  backgrounds  concerning  age,  profession  and  education.  The 
conversations were focused around four different themes which were represented by 
the  research  questions  of  this  thesis.  Moreover,  the  conversations  also  revealed 




theme  by  theme  and  illustrated  with  representative  quotes.  These  quotes  are  first 
presented in the interview language (Swedish) and directly after translated to English.  
All  in  all,  it  can be  said  that homelessness  appears  to be  an  issue  that  concerns  the 
participants as it provokes strong sentiments and a lot of interest and opinions among 
the  participants,  yet  it  appears  to  be  a  non‐issue.    This  as  it  does  not  seem  to  be  a 
problem that they reflect much over when not confronted directly with it. 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When  it  comes  to  how  they  define  homelessness,  the  most  prominent  definition 
includes people who  live on  the  streets, many  times  referred  to  as  vagabonds,  drug 
addicts, alcoholics and mentally ill individuals. This spontaneous definition however is 
also accompanied by a second definition where they also  include people who have a 
place  to  stay  but  not  an  address  of  their  own.  This  is more  of  a  definition  that  the 




the work  to  fight  homelessness  in Gothenburg: One being  that  there  is  a  significant 
amount done by  the municipality but not enough. The other one being  that  there  is 
very  little  done,  and  what  is  being  done  is  primarily  performed  by  NGOs  such  as 
Stadsmissionen or Räddningsmissionen. The  information that the participants receive 
on homelessness and the work surrounding it is stated to mainly be from mass media 







interview  situation  than  it  actually  is  in  reality.  Furthermore,  and  this  was  also 
expressed  by  several  participants,    Göteborgs  Stad  needs  to  carefully  consider  how 
much  effort  and  revenue  should  be  invested  on  communicating  their  work  on 
homelessness – the important thing is that the work is being done, not to tell people 

































































1.1  The Assignment from Göteborgs Stad 
In  the city of Gothenburg, as  in any other  larger city  in  the world,  there exists social 
problems such as drug abuse, unemployment and homelessness. The latter is often a 
consequence of the two other and a subject that is under regular debate. What should 
be  done  to  fight  homelessness?  Who  should  do  it?  And  so  on  and  so  forth.    In 
Gothenburg the responsible official body for the work against homelessness is Sociala 
Resursförvaltningen,  a  part  of  Göteborgs  Stad.  Sociala  Resursförvaltningen  offers 
different  kinds  of  social  services  and  have  a  supporting  function  to  the  different 
boroughs of Gothenburg who are ultimately responsible for the welfare of the citizens 




The  subject  of  this  thesis  has  been  assigned  by  Sociala  Resursförvaltningen  at 
Göteborgs Stad, to help them in their work with homelessness in Gothenburg. As part 





1.2  Current Official Definitions of Homelessness 
This  research  aims,  among  other  things,  to  examine  how  the  public  defines 
homelessness,  and a  likely outcome of  this question  is  that people generally defines 
this as a person  who sleeps on the streets or in shelters. However, there already exists 
official  definitions  of  what  homelessness  is.    Socialstyrelsen  in  2005  performed  a 
survey  on  homelessness  in  Sweden  and  here  defined  four  different  categories 
depending on housing situation: 
1. ’Lacking housing’ – A person who sleeps out doors or at shelters. 
                                                
1 http://www.goteborg.se/wps/portal/socialresurs Retrieved 2011.03.27 at 13.44. Last updated 2010.11.25 
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2. ’Lacking  housing  within  three  months’  –  A  person  who  is  an  intern  in  a  prison, 
rehabilitations  unit  or  institution.  This  person  will  be  discharged  within  three 
months and do not have housing after this. 
3. ’Insecure housing’ – A person who is staying in a rehabilitations unit, institution or 
other.  This  person  will  not  be  discharged  within  three months  but  do  not  have 
housing after a possible future discharge. 
4. ’ Housing without contract’ – A person who stays temporarily with friends, family, 




1.3  What Is Being Done? 
In  2009,  the  Swedish  government  formulated  a  strategy  consisting  of  four  goals  to 
fight homelessness. These are as follows: 









their  citizens.  In  Gothenburg  this  means  Göteborgs  Stads  Kommun.  Göteborgs 
Kommun offers a number of different types of housing for people who are homeless.  
For  example,  there  is  an  emergency housing  that  is  offered  to homeless  adults who 
suffer  from  drug  abuse  and  health  problems.    There  is  also  a  unit  that  seek  up 
homeless people in the city to give help and support in an effort to have them change 
their  situation  and  to  direct  them  to  emergency  housing.  All  in  all  there  are 
approximately 1100 housing spaces  in Gothenburg. Most commonly  the condition to 
                                                







who  for  different  reason do not  seek  help  from  social  services  units.  In Gothenburg 
these  organizations  are  represented  by  Stadsmissionen,  Räddningsmissionen, 
Frälsningsarmén,  Franciscushjälpen  and  Baptistförsamligen  Café  en  Trappanér. Most 
NGOs  who  work  with  homelessness  receive  financial  support  from  the  council. 
However, some offer housing that do not receive financial support. 
 
   





2.  …and Why Is This Interesting? 
The specific purpose of this thesis is of course primarily interesting to Göteborgs Stad, 







As  mentioned  earlier,  the  study  will  be  executed  on  assignment  from  an  external 
organization, wherefore the focus of relevance will be shifted toward the purpose of 
this organization. However, as for the relevance of this issue to the academic world,  I 
believe  that  from  this  perspective  this  research  can  too  make  an  important 
contribution.    Public  opinion  is  a  large  and  very  significant  part  of  media‐  and 












2.1  My Theoretical Standpoint 





fool  people  and  present  a  polished,  retouched  picture  of  reality.  In  some  cases  this 
might  be  true.  Badly  managed  and  used  PR  can,    for  example,  be  used  to  deceive  
customers in order to not decrease sales after a scandal or to present a falsely positive 
image of a public person or public body to increase popularity. However, PR does not 
necessarily  have  to  represent  negative  aspects.  On  the  contrary,  PR  can  be  an 
important  part  of  democratic  functions  of  society,  especially  when  it  regards  public 
bodies such as governmental‐ or municipal bodies. In these examples, PR is a vital part 
of the democratic right of citizens to be well informed about the work of their elected 










2.2  To Communicate You Need To Know Your Audience 
In  any  form  of  communication,  be  it  interpersonal  or  mass  communication  it  is  of 
importance  to  know  the  audience,  the  receiver  of  the  message.  You  can  of  course 










from  the  communication  officer.  Only  direct  relations  are  considered  in  this 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perspective. 








attitudes  and  values  in  their  surroundings.  The  main  goal  with  the  PR  and  strategic 
communication  for  this  organization  should  be  to  transmit  an  as  correct  and  easily 
accessible  information  to  the  public  as  possible,  not  to  gain  attention  in  the  press  to 
increase popularity  or  profit.  This  is  also  specifically  expressed  in  their  communication 
plan5.  However,  for  public  organizations,  such  as  Göteborgs  Stad,  strategic 
communication often concerns construction of media strategies  that defend actions or 
statements.  This  as public bodies are  financed by  tax  revenue and  therefore are often 
scrutinized by journalists. Many PR strategies today work to secure the public view of the 
organization’s policy, why it is sometimes viewed merely as a mean of persuasion of the 
public  (see  model  1,  the  persuasion  model).  The  two‐way  symmetrical  model  on  the 
other hand, means that the organization involves itself with the public to realise how the 
organization  is  perceived  to  later  be  able  to  assess  communicative  action  should  be 
executed  and  in what way.  This  is  exactly what  this  thesis  aims  to  do  –  to  assess  the 
standpoint of the public  in the  issue of homelessness,  in order to plan the best way to 
communicate  with  it  regarding  this  problem.  For  these  reasons,  this  will  also  be  the 
approach that this thesis and research will have.6  
 
One  of  the most  recognized  theories  on  PR  is  that  on  Tudelning  by  James  E.  Grunig. 
According  to  this  theory,  PR  is  described  as  a  choice  between  asymmetrical  and 
symmetrical  approach.  Practical  strategic  communication  is  viewed  as  a  negotiation 
between  interests, publics  and goals. Grunig defines  four different publics who can be 
                                                
4 Falkheimer et Heide, 2007 
5 Sociala resursförvaltningen’s communications plan 





2. Latent‐publics  (can  have  a  high  level  of  experience  of  the  problem  but  lack 
engagement) 
3.  Aware publics (high level of problem experience and potential engagement) 





groups  above  the  target  group  belongs  to.  Either  the  focus  lies  on  direct  contacts 
between people  or  it  lies  on  the  indirect  communication  through mass media. With 
direct contacts you can create a more symmetrical flow of communication, while with 




most  likely,  the majority  of  the  public  are  not  directly  affected  by  the  problem  (i.e. 
homelessness) but  they are still aware of  it as  they see people on  the streets selling 





                                                
7 Grunig, 1992 
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3. Public Opinion, Strategic Communication and Media 
 









to  their  surroundings8. Today the most prevalent media  theories advocates  that media 
does not have the power to control the public opinion. However, the power of media lies 
in that it can decide what the public has opinions about, i.e. what we think is important 
to  discuss.  This  is  also  referred  to  as  the  Agenda  Setting  Theory9.  What  the  media 
research  community  also  is more or  less  agreeing on,  is  that media  is  powerful  in  the 
sense that it re‐presents and re‐creates ideas. This means that it gives power to already 
commonly accepted ideas, and consequently, excludes alternative ones. For example, it 
represents    and  recreates  stereotypes  in  everything  from  news  articles  to  fictional  TV 
series. 
 





2. The  image of homelessness among the public will be a  reciprocal  reflection of how 
media  depicts  homelessness  and  homeless  people.  This  image  will  also  be  a 
                                                
8 Lazarsfelt, 1944 
9 eg McCombs, 2004 
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reflection  on  the  general  view  of  this  matter  in  society,  i.e.  media  recreates  this 
already existing image. 
 
In  the  article Media  Images  and  the  Social  Construction  of  Reality,  Gammon  et  al 
argues that the images that media create among its readers are a result of a number 





the  same  text. Gamson  also  points  this  out  in  the  book  ´Talking  Politics’, where  he 
analyzes  the  common notion  that  the general  public  is  uninterested and uniformed 
about  politics.  He  does  this  by  performing  analysis  of  discussions  within  groups  of 
working‐class people,  covering  subjects  such as  the Arab‐Israeli  conflict  and nuclear 
power. In order to see how close the manner of talking about these issues among the 
groups of working‐ class people is to the way they are discussed in the media, he also 
analyzes  media  material  on  the  same  subjects.  Through  this  research,  Gamson 
concludes  that  the process  of  how  the public  creates  an opinion  is  rather  complex. 










Detroit  and  its  citizens  but what would  be  suitable  topics  to  discuss  at  the  readers’ 
cocktail parties. With Detroit News as an example, Gamson argues  that although the 
world and its happenings has become far more accessible to people all over the world 
                                                
10 Gamson, 1992 
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through  live  television,  Internet  etcetera,    this  has  at  the  same  time  resulted  in  an 
absence of depth to the knowledge and reporting of these happenings. The quality of 
news has deteriorated11. In the book Hemlöshet (=Homelessness), Hans Swärd debates 
the  issue of how media affects homelessness politics and  the public opinion on  this. 
According  to  this,  the debate  in  the media has affected  the opinion significantly and 
thereby also political decisions and measures. For example, according to Swärd,  media 
attention  was  the  reason  the  so  called  Statliga  Hemlöshetskommittéen  (=The  State 
Homelessness  Committée)    was  assembled.  Furthermore,  media  attention  is  also 




on  the  subject of media  reporting on homelessness.  The main  results  show  that  the 
media reporting is mainly focused on a political discussion where the responsibility for 
the problem and the solution to the problem is attributed to society.   The study also 
shows  that  there  are  four  different  types  of  description  characteristics  of  social 
problems in the media: Problem, Cause, Assessment and Solution. The most common 
one is the description of the problem and a rather small part focuses on some form of 
assessment  of  the  problem.  When  cause  is  described  the  focus  often  lies  on  the 
difficulties  for  homeless  people  to  fulfil  the  requirements  to  receive  help..  13.  This 
seemingly  narrow  approach  to  reporting  on  homelessness  may  be  connected  to 
Gamson’s theory of how the quality of news have deteriorated and lack depth. 
Apart  from  the  study  by  Karlsson,  there  has  been  another  study  performed  on  the 
subject  of  how  media  describes  the  phenomenon  of  homelessness  in  Gothenburg. 





who is  like us)  . Offret  is the homeless victim of unfortunate circumstances while the 
                                                
11 Gamson et al,1992 
12 Swärd, 2008 





3.2 Stereotyping and Representation 









while  the  ‘them’  group  is  differentiating  and  deviant.  This  does  not  have  to  be 
something negative, it can also be the case of exoticism where people from the ‘them’ 
group  are  attributed  as  exciting  and beautiful.  I.e.  they  are  considered different  but 
not  inferior.  However,  discrimination  can  be  defined  as  the  ‘us’  group  placing  
everybody  else  in  one  single  group  (them)  and  to  say  that  these  people  are  all  the 





3.2.1 Media Logic and Medialization 
Media  logic  has  been  a  debated  concept  ever  since  the  1970s when  Snow  and  Alt 
Heide claimed that the media adapted its formats to the public in order to reach out 
to them more efficiently and that it hence also was in some ways responsible for the 
way  the  public  viewed  society16.  What  this  theory  in  practice  means,  is  that  what 
becomes news has to fit the media mould in terms of format, the news organization 
in question, work conditions etc. According to media researcher Kent Asp, the concept 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to  follow  a  budget  and  also  to  adapt  to,  for  example,  technical  and  other  practical 
limitations. Last but not least, there is the media dramaturgy, the way stories are told 




that  media  dramaturgy  consists  of;  polarization,  intensifying,  personifying, 
concretization and stereotyping. Polarization, in this context means that news stories 
are  told  as  conflicts  with  two  different  sides  fighting  each  other  in  one  way  or 
another. This makes the whole situation more interesting to the audience and causes 
more attention. Intensifying refers to the choice of words that are used. Between the 








makes  it  easier  to  relate  to,  as  the audience  recognizes  these  stereotypes. All  in  all 
this means that news stories are told as conflicts, intensified through choice of words, 
                                                




The  way  that  media  works,  with  its  media  logic,  has  consequently  meant  that  if 
organizations,  celebrities,  politicians  or  others want  to  enter  the media  space,  they 
need to adapt to this media logic. This in combination with the importance of media 






Regarding  the  general  perception  and  opinion  on  the  specificy  of  homelessness 
among  the  public,  there  has  been  a  couple  of  thesises  written  on  the  subject.  For 
example, there has been research done on what people think is the main reason why 
certain person become homeless.  The most  common  result here was  some  form of 
mental illness19.  
 
                                                    
3.3 Media and The Depiction of Societal Responsibility 
When it comes to the depiction of social problems in society in the media, the media 
effects  professor  Shanto  Iyengar  is  one  of  the more  acknowledged  researchers.  His 
research shows  that people generally attributes problems  in  society  to a  responsible 
body, regardless if there is such a responsible body or not. In other words, a scapegoat 
is always  found.  In his book  Is Anyone Responsible, he defines  two different  types of 
political  responsibility    ‐ causal  responsibility and  treatment responsibility. The causal 
responsibility  explains  who  is  the  cause  of  what  has  occurred,  while  the  treatment 
responsibility  explains  who  should  take  care  of  the  consequences  and  solve  the 
problem. According to Iyengar, responsibility for larger, more general problems such as 
poverty, when depicted  in  the media,  is  attributed  to  society  as  a  political  body.  To 
explain the attribution of responsibility for problems  in society, Iyengar presents four 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Societal  model  –  Here,  the  conditions  of  society  cause  the  problem  which  can  be 
solved by society itself.  





inadequacy  of  society  the  individual  needs  to  compensate  for  this  and  take  the 
responsibility to solve the problem him‐ or herself.   
 
According  to  Iyengar´s  research,  the dominating model  for  society problems  such as 
poverty  and  unemployment  when  depicted  in  media,  is  the  societal  model.  When 
reporting , media uses two different formats, according to Iyengar; an episodic format 
and a thematic format. The episodic format is event oriented and concretizising, while 
the  thematic  format  is  generalizing  and  emphasises  statistics. Out  of  these  two,  the 
episodic is the more common format of reporting. Iyengar argues that, according to his 
research,  people’s  attributions  of  responsibility  changes  if  you  change  the  format  in 
which  it  is  reported.  In other words, he argues  that when using  the episodic  format, 
people  tend  not  to  hold  public  officials  responsible  for  the  societal  problem  that  is 
being  reported    on.  Both  the  responsibility  for  cause  and  solution of  the problem  is 
instead  put  on  the  individual.  Furthermore,  Iyengar  also  argues  that  there  is  a 
significant  difference  in  interpretation  of  media  reporting  between  different 
individuals.  Some  read  media  texts  more  critically  due  to  cultural  resources  and 
experience. These people also often discuss  their  reading with other people and are 
therefore also affected by this in their interpretation of the text. Hence, the decoding 
process  can  be  rather  complex  to  understand20.  This  thought  is  similar  to  that  of 
Gamson. 
                                                
20 Iyengar 1991 
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3.4 All in All…  
To conclude, it can be said PR, media and medialization appears to play an increasingly 
important  role  in  all  levels  of  society.  It  is  inevitable  for  companies  and  other 
organizations to completely remain outside of this part of reality.  Media seemingly has 
the  power  to  set  the  agenda  of  what  the  public  considers  important  and  it  can 
therefore,  depending  on  the  purpose  of  the  organization,  be  vital  to  be  part  of  this 
agenda  or  at  least  be  aware  on  when  and  why  you  are  on  the  agenda  yourself. 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4. Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose and  research questions are based on  the problematization of  this  issue 
and are therefore as follows: The purpose of this study is to examine the public opinion 
and the role of the media in the public opinion on homelessness among the citizens of 
Gothenburg.  This  in  order  to  be  able  to  best  communicate  the work  being  done  on 
homelessness  to  the  public.  The  above  described  purpose  contains  several  smaller 












suggest  suitable  and effective ways of  communicating  to  the public  the work  that  is 
being  performed  regarding  homelessness  by  Sociala  Resursförvaltningen.  However, 











enough  to  not  have  a  flat/house  of  your  own  and  rely  on  staying  with  friends  or 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relatives?  This  is  important  to  find  out  to  be  able  to,  within  the  organization, 
communicate  some  sort  of  official  definition  of  homelessness.  To  be  able  to 










are working with  this problem? Or do  they  think  that  the work  that  is being done  is 
performed  by  other  organizations?    As  the  situation  is  today,  it  is  possible  that  the 
general public think that the only part of society that works against homelessness are 
the NGOs, which  in that case can be a problem for Göteborgs Stad. We need to find 
out  if  this  really  is  the case and  from there elaborate a  suitable way of  reaching out 





Through  this  question  the  aim  is  to  find out  the  general  opinion on what  should be 
done to fight homelessness. Does this image and idea fit with the current reality? If it is 
then this knowledge is an important tool in designing the communication plan for this 







By knowing where  the public  get  their  information about homelessness  it  gives us a 
good  basis  for  future  communications  planning  regarding  this  matter.  If  we  do  not 
know where the public seeks information, we do not know where to reach them with 
our messages. For this reason , this question is maybe the most important one to find 





5.1 Choice of Method  
To  be  able  to  answer  the  research  questions  stated  above,  I  have  chosen  the 
qualitative  method  of  focus  groups.  Focus  groups  allows  for  analysis  of  how  the 
participants together reason about a certain phenomena or issue. This gives a deeper 
understanding  of  values,  structures  behind  thoughts  and  attitudes  regarding  certain 
subjects  that  are  brought  up  in  the  conversation  21  Considering  the  purpose  and 
research questions of this thesis this serves its purpose well. Ideally, the focus groups 
are combined with other methods, such as a quantitative survey, but due to restricted 
time  for  the  execution  of  this  thesis,  this  will  not  be  possible.  It  is  however  a 
suggestion, if this study is to be taken forward in the future, that this qualitative study 
is combined with a quantitative study such as a survey. Currently, the plan for Sociala 




5.2 Selection of The Focus Groups 
When the focus groups were selected the  intention was to achieve variation  in ages, 
geographic  location  (where  the participants  had  their  residence within Gothenburg), 
educational‐  professional‐ and socioeconomic backgrounds. This goal was not entirely 
reached,  but  there  was  still  a  good  variation  in  the  representation.  The  groups 
consisted  of  people  in  the  age  range  between  29  to  59,  with  people  from  three 
different  countries  residing  in  four  different  areas  of  Gothenburg  –  centre,  east, 
northeast suburban and northwest suburban. Furthermore, there was a good variation 
in  educational  and  professional  backgrounds  as  there  were  participants  with  very 
different occupations – everything from electricians and sales assistants to engineers, 
physical therapists and project managers. This also meant that the there was a variety 
of  education  levels  that  ranged  from  upper  secondary  school  to  master  degrees. 
Ideally,  there would also have been participants  from  lower age groups  to  represent 
youths and also older to represent pensioners. However, this was not possible due to 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insufficient  time  to  recruit  participants  from  these  age  groups.  Ideally,  a  larger 










chemistry.  I.e.  that  the  participants  in  one  group need  to  have  at  least  one  thing  in 















Consequently,  the  themes  concerned  views  on  homelessness  and  homeless  people,  
work  that  is  being  done  to  fight  homelessness,  the  adequacy  of  this  work,  social 
responsibility  and  sources  of  information  on  homelessness.  To  get  a  better  overview 
and  background  to  these  views,  questions  were  also  asked which  concerned media 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consumption,  political  interest,  educational‐  and  professional  backgrounds,  age  etc. 
When the questions were asked, care was taken to arrange them in an order that was 
















5.4 Analysis of The Focus Groups 
To be able to properly analyse the results from the recorded focus group interviews all 
material was  transcribed  from the recordings. All  transcriptions were  finished before 
the analysis was started in order to, as far as possible, avoid getting too much of a pre 
decided  idea  of  what  the  results  would  be  and  what  patterns  might  be  discovered 
before  all  the  transcription  was  done.  However,  it  is  of  course  inevitable  not  to 
subconsciously analyze little by little in the back of your mind.  
 
When all  the  interviews were  transcribed  their  content was  categorized  in protocols 
(one for each focus group) according to the ECA (Ethnographic Content Analysis).  
method.  This  made  it  easier  to  see  patterns  and  connections  in  the  results.  These 
patterns and connections were analysed and illustrated in the analysis by a number of 
representative quotes for each from the participants for each theme of the study. ECA 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be  mentioned  that  one  group  of  citizens  is  missing  –  the  homeless  themselves.  If 
members of this group had participated in the study it is possible, if not likely, that this 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6.1. How do the participants define a homeless person? 
This  theme  represents  the  first  research  question  of  this  study  and  explains  the 
different ways the participants define homelessness.  
 
Addicts, mentally ills and vagabonds…but I guess it could happen to 
anyone 
 
All  participants  appear  to  have  rather  strong  sentiments  when  the  issue  of 
homelessness  is being brought up.  It upsets and disturbs. However, homelessness at 
the same time seems to be an issue that most people do not reflect much over in their 

























level  of  experience  of  the  problem  but  lack  engagement)  or  possibly,  Aware  Public 
(high level of problem experience and potential engagement).25 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However,  when  spontaneously  returning  in  the  conversations  to  who  the  homeless 
person is, every participant, without exception, distance themselves from homlessness 
















This behaviour of  subconsciously distancing  themselves  from  the homeless might be 
explained be psychology theories on self‐preservation due to  fear of becoming on of 
these people. However, it can also be related to the concept of othering. As explained 
earlier  in the theory chapter of this thesis, othering   means that a mental distance  is 
created between ’us’ and ’them’. The us here being the people with orderly lives and a 
proper home to come to and the them being the homeless. By creating, or holding on 





Although all  participants  talked about homeless people as addicts and/or  vagabonds 
when spontaneously referring to this group of people, they also brought forward more 
specific  definitions  of  who  should  be  considered  homeless  when  being  asked more 
directly how they define homlessness. One of the ways to define a homeless person by 
the participants was somebody who sleeps on the streets or in shelters, which connects 
to  the  image of  drug  addicts,  alcoholics  and  vagabonds.  This  also  seemed  to  be  the 
























had  a  wider  definition  when  thinking  through  the  question  more  thoroughly  (see 
below).  A  few  participants  –  all men  –  however  stuck with  their  first  definition  and 
considered  homeless  people  only  to  be  people  on  the  streets  or  staying  in  shelters.  




reveals  in  her  thesis  ’Trashanken,  Offret  och  Hon  som  är  som  vi’.    The  Trashank 
(=Tramp), according to Alf, is the dominating discourse in news media when reporting 
on homeless people,  i.e.  they are mostly described as  some  form of poor, miserable 
vagabond..26 The fact that this also  is the dominating view among the participants of 
this study might be a further indication that, just as Gamson, Swärd and several others 
claim,    media  affects  the  public  image  of  homelessness.27  Furthermore,  it  can  be 
related to Karlsson´s results where much the media reporting on homelessness seems 
to focus on the problem, not the solutions or any assessment of the problem. 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This  second  definition  that  most  participants  made  of  a  homeless  person  is  a 
significantly wider definition, where anyone who does not have an address of their own 
















This  definition  is  very  similar  to  the  fourth  official  definition  of  homelessness,  i.e. 
’Housing  without  contract’    (person  who  stays  temporarily  with  friends,  family, 
relatives or have a temporary sub‐let contract shorter than three months. This person 
has  due  to  his  or  her  situation  been  seeking  help  at  social  services  or  similar 
organizations).  As mentioned  earlier,  among  the  participants,    this  definition  occurs 
more in instants when they reflect more consciously over how a homeless person can 
be  defined. When  referring  spontaneously  to  a  homless  person,  people  with  sublet 





within  three  months  and  do  not  have  housing  after  this)  and  ’Insecure  housing’  
(person who is staying in a rehabilitations unit, institution or other. This person will not 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be  discharged within  three months  but  do  not  have  housing  after  a  possible  future 
discharge). do are not mentioned by the participants as homeless people. 
 






I think a lot is being done, but not enough 
 
Here,  the  participants  refer  to  the  municipality    (i.e.  Göteborgs  Stad)  when  talking 






































doing  quite  a  lot  albeit  not  enough  is  often mixed with  the  notion  that what  is  not 
being done is left to NGOs to fend for. A common critique that is being put forward is 
that  official  bodies  such  as  the municipality  of Göteborgs  Stad do not  ’dare’  to  take 
actions such as  feeding people on  the streets or giving  them temporary shelter. This 















Very little is being done. And what is being done is mainly performed by 
NGOs 
 

















































The  occurrence  of  this  view  can  possibly,  partly,  be  explained  by  the  fact  that most 
participants primarily think of  homeless people as  vagabonds and addicts living on the 
streets.  This  might  mean  that  they  do  not  instantly  reflect  over  people  who  are 
receiving  social  welfare  and  have  a  flat  or  other  type  of  housing  paid  by  the 
municipality. Therefore, they think of more acute forms of aid such as food and shelter 
for the day and consequently refer to NGOs such as Statsmissionen.  It may be noted 
that  the  quotes  representing  this  view  are  all  from  male  participants.  However,  I 
would,  just  as  with  the  trashank  definition,  not  persevere  in  saying  that  there  is  a 
gender  explained  connection.  There  are  females  representing  this  view  too.  I  simply 
chose  these  quotes  to  illustrate  the  view  because  they  were  the  most  clear  and 
straight forward ones and they happened to be stated by male participants. 
 
 6.3 What do the participants think should be done about homelessness 
and who should do it?  
When  it  comes  to  the  theme  of  responsibility  for  the  problem  of  homlessness,  the 





The society is responsible both for making people homeless and for 
taking them out of this situation 
 
As causes of homlessness, issues such as the so called Psykiatrireformen (Mental  Care 
Reformation)  in  the  mid  90s  where  a  lot  of  people  with  mental  problems  where 
discharged  from  mental  institutions  to  live  more  or  less  on  their  own28,  and  the 
shortage  of  rental  housing  in  Gothenburg  were  frequently  brought  up  in  all  four 















Looking  at  responsibility  for  homelessness  from  this  perspective  can  be  related  to 
Iyengar  and  his  societal  model,  i.e.  that  the  conditions  of  society  causes  the 




Individuals are responsible for becoming homeless but it’s society’s 
responsibility to help them get out of the situation 
 












                                                











If  we  return  to  Iyengar’s  responsibility  models  once  again,  this  standpoint  can  be 
related to that of Iyengar´s Guardian Model, i.e. that the individuals are responsible for 
being in the situation that they are in but that it is society’s responsibility to help them.  




press,  both  the    causal  and  treatment  responsibility  for  homelessness  tends  to  be 
attributed  to  society  in  the  press.  It  is  therefore  possible  that  this  ‘responsibility 
accountability’  view  that  the  participants  seem  to  have  is  tainted  by  the  media 
reporting. 
 
 6.4 Through what sources do the participants receive information on 
homelessness in Gothenburg? 
All participants were unanimous in one aspect of the question of where they received 
information  about  homelessness  –  the  scarce  amount  of  media  attention  to  the 
subject.  It  was  a  widely  debated  issue  that  the  attention  to  homelessness  and 
homeless people is very limited. 
 
You hear very little about homlessness in the media 
 
Many  participants  focused  on  the  notion  that  very  little  attention  is  being  given  to 












However,  it  is here worth mentioning  that only a  few days before  the conduction of 
the  two  latter  focus  groups,  there  was  a  one  page  article  on  homelessness  in  the 
largest news paper in Gothenburg – Göteborgs Posten. This article was not mentioned 
or referred to  in the focus groups. This despite the fact that most participants stated 




















This  indicates  that  the  participants  have  very  little  personal  experience  of 
homelessness  and  homeless  people  themselves.  There  appears  to  be  rather  few,  if 
any, sources outside media from which they do experience the issue, except the visual 
impressions of homeless people on  the  streets.  This  lack of personal  experience  can 
explain the rather similar view on homelessness; the responsibility and the definitions, 
between the participants and that of the press. According to Gamson people’s opinion 





You hear very little and you should hear more about what the municipality 
does to fight it 
 
When    discussing  sources  of  information  about  homelessness  the  groups  also 
discussed the information about the work that is being performed by the municipality 
regarding  this  issue. A common view was  that  it  is difficult  to know what Göteborgs 
Stad is actually doing in their work with this question and that it would be appreciated 






































been  emphasized  from  the  onset  that  any  strategic  planning  on  the  subject  of 
homlessness  (or  any  other  work  of  the  municipality)  needs  to  serve  a  democratic 
purpose. The fact that several participants spontaneously also point out that any form 









In  short,  in  can be  said  that homelessness  appears  to be  an  issue  that  concerns  the 
participants and provokes strong sentiments and opinions. However, at the same time 
it seems to be somewhat of a non‐issue.  I.e.  it  is not a problem which people reflect  
much  over  spontaneously  but  a  topic  that  mainly  concerns  when  being  confronted 
with it directly (as during these focus groups). 
 
Moreover,  the  participants  have  two  definitions  of  homelessness,  of  which  one 
appears  to  be  more  spontaneous  and  the  other  definition  which  they  make  when 
more  consciously  thinking  over  the  concept  of  homelessness.  The  spontaneous 
definition  refers  to  someone  who  sleeps  on  the  streets  or  in  shelters  and  is  often 
viewed  as  a  drug  addict,  alcoholic  or mentally  ill  person.  The  second  definition  also 
includes people who have a place  to stay but who depends on other people  for  this 
accommodation. E.g. somebody who stays with friends or  family and do not have an 
address of  their own. However,  this  type of homelessness  is never  referred  to while 
spontaneously speaking of homeless people. 
 
From  the  results  we  can  also  see  that  there  are  two  main  views  on  how  the 
participants  look  at  what  is  being  done  to  fight  homelessness  in  Gothenburg:  that 
there is rather a lot done by the municipality but not enough, or that there is very little 
done, and what is being done is mainly performed by NGOs. The latter view could be 
considered  a  problem  for Göteborgs  Stad,  as  the  knowledge  and  awareness of  their 
work  is  rather  low  within  this  view.  This  will  be  discussed  later  in  the  discussion 
chapter. 
 
Regarding  sources  of  information  on  homelessness  in  Gothenburg,  the  participants 
mainly  refer  to  different  types  of mass media  (mainly  TV).  However,  all  participants 
bring forward the view that, in general, there is very little attention given to this issue 
in the media, especially the news paper media. It is also mentioned several times that 
an  increased  flow of  information  to  the public on  the work performed by Göteborgs 










For example, the psychiatric reform is  frequently brought up  in the media,  just as by 
the participants in this study. Hence, the media image might have affected (as stated 
by  Swärd29)  the  focus  group  participants  view  on  the  homelessness  issue. 







connected  to views on another questions?   As Gamson states  that  the processing of 
media images is often affected and transformed through conversations with other30, I 
looked  for  tendencies amongst  the participants answers  to  see  if participants with a 
higher political interest who frequently discuss social problems and politics would have 
similar ideas. However, no such connections have been discovered. Neither does there 
seem  to  be  a  connection  between  genders,  place  of  residence,  age,  media 
consumption  and  certain  views. Nor  can  any  patterns  be  seen between opinions  on 
one question  and views on another. 
                                                
29 Swärd 1998 
30 Gamson 1991 
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7. Discussion and Practical Suggestions for Göteborgs Stad 
 
 7.1 About the Results 
The purpose of this study was to examine the public opinion and the roll of the media 
in the public opinion on homelessness among the citizens of Gothenburg. So, have this 
purpose  been  fulfilled?  Through  my  own  assessment  as  the  author  of  the  thesis  I 
would  dare  to  say  yes  to  this  question.  The  research  questions  were  designed  to 
examine  the  purpose  of  the  thesis  and  these  questions  I  would  say  have  been 
satisfactorily  answered.  Furthermore,  as  mentioned  in  the  introduction  and 
problematization,  the  aim of  this  study  is  not  to  receive  results  that  are  possible  to 
generalize. The aim is to examine different views on homelessness and ways to think 




Before  the  initiation of  the gathering of  the material  (i.e.  the execution of  the  focus 
groups)  I  had  certain  expectations  of  what  the  results  would  be,  even  though  I  of 
course  kept  and  open  mind  not  to  subconsciously  steer  the  results  in  a  certain 
direction.  The  expectations,  let’s  call  it  an  hypothesis,  included  that  the  participants 




homelessness.  This  was  also  confirmed  during  the  focus  group  interviews.  Most 
participants did not know much about the municipal work and they did not appear to 
be  aware  of  municipal  support  of  NGOs  that  are  providing  food  and  shelter  for 
homeless  people.  Lastly,  I was  expecting  that  the  participants would  solely  consider 
homeless people to be individuals sleeping on the streets, preferably drug addicts and 
alcoholics.  This  was  also  confirmed  during  the  focus  groups  as  this  was  the 
participants´ spontaneous definition. However, as mentioned earlier, most participants 
also had a  second, broader definition of homelessness which  is  similar  to  the  fourth 
official definition. In this aspect, he results were a little unexpected.  
 44 





7.2. Advice on Communication Regarding Homelessness 
As mentioned in the problematization and  introduction to this study, communication 
and  PR  concerning  official  bodies  such  as municipalities  can  be  a  sensitive  issue.  As 
purpose of  the work of  these bodies  is  to  serve  the public –  the common good – so 





this  would mean  that  any  communication  is  focused  on  informing  the  public  about 






communicating  their work on homelessness  is  of  importance? Or  is  it  enough –  and 
maybe  even  better  –  to  only  put  effort  on  working  with  the  issue  itself?  Several 
participants  of  the  focus  groups  did  albeit  express  a  wish  for  more  information  on 
what  the  municipality  is  doing  to  improve  the  situation  for  homeless  people  in 
Gothenburg, which indicates that there is an interest among the public.   However, as 
mentioned in the analysis of the results, the participants appear to be a so called latent 
or,  possibly,  aware  public.  This  means  that  they  do  have  a  certain  interest  and 
experience of the problem but are not really engaged. They might appear to be more 
interested in the subject during the focus group sessions than they are  in their every 
day  lives.  This  should  be  kept  in mind  when  considering  what  amount  of  time  and 




If  Göteborgs  Stad  decides  to  execute  a  stronger  communication  on  homelessness,  I 










money on  telling  the public what  they are doing  for homeless people.  This  is  a  vital 
result  from  this  study.  It  is    very  possible  that  a  campaign  which  is  focused  on 
informing  the  public  about  Göteborgs  Stad´s  work  might  be  perceived  as  a  waste 
money and even as the presenting of a polished image to the public. This is a danger 
that  should  be  carefully  considered.  Furthermore,  the  municipality  should  ask 
themselves  how  important  it  really  is  that  the public  does  know of  the work  that  is 
being done. Will  it  improve the work  itself? Will  it  serve the public? Will  it  serve the 
homeless? Personally, I do believe that it is relevant and fruitful to inform the public of 
this work. A general awareness does not necessarily, of even importantly, increase the 
understanding  of  the  work  that  Göteborgs  Stad  is  performing.  However,  it  might 
increase the understanding of  the situation as a whole. This  in  its  turn might help to 
increase the attention that is being given to the issue of homelessness, including that 
of the media. Problems that are given a lot of attention may also have a greater chance 
of  improving.    In  short  –  any  communication  on  the  subject  of  municipal  work  on 
































































Reports and Other Sources 
 
Socialstyrelsen kartläggning av hemlöshet 2005  
 
Sociala resursförvaltningen’s communications plan 
 
 
Internet Addresses 
 
http://www.goteborg.se/wps/portal/socialresurs, retrieved 2011.03.27 at 13.44. Last updated: 2010.11.25 
 
http://www.goteborg.se/omsorg och stöd, retrieved 2011.04.02 at 12.04. Last updated: information missing 
 
http://www.socialstyrelsen.se/publikationer1999/1999‐15‐1, retrieved: 12.05.11 kl. 12.50. Last updated: 
information missing. 
